One way for organisations to support Total Quality Management (TQM) and its values, methodologies and tools, and hence try to increase customer satisfaction is to participate in a quality award process. Many previous studies investigating the organisational value of participating in a quality award have focused on quality award recipients. However, most of the organisations applying for a quality award do not receive any award. Instead, one of the main incentives of participating in a quality award process can be the identification of improvement areas, which can later be transformed into actual improvements. The executed improvements can result in, for example, a greater customer orientation, more effective and efficient processes, better employee relations, and an increased profitability. The purpose of this study is to explore the organisational value of participating in a quality award process. The study is based on interviews at 29 organisations that have participated in the process of the Swedish Quality Award. The main conclusion from this study is that most of the organisations consider the process orientation, customer orientation and improvement work to have been improved as a result of the participation in the quality award process. However, there are also obstacles to surmount in order to benefit fully from the process. Two main obstacles are difficulties in finding resources within the organisation to perform mandatory work and implement identified improvements, and difficulties in applying the circumstantial model used in the quality award process.
Introduction
Japan began honouring quality practices in the 1950s through quality awards. After the successful development in Japan, several countries established programmes in the late 1980s and early 1990s to recognise the inventive, yet effective quality practices taking place, see Vokurka et al. (2000) . There are many similarities between different national quality awards, regarding, for example, the criteria and the quality award processes. Some examples of the criteria of quality awards that have been used by many organisations and are widespread are the criteria of the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award (MBNQA), see NIST (2003) , and the European Quality Award (EQA), see EFQM (2003) . In many countries, however, the development of national quality awards is still new or non-existent, see Chuan & Soon (2000) . Vokurka et al. (2000) and Johnson (2002) present a thorough list of quality awards and a comparison between the different awards.
The organisational values for award recipients of participating in a quality award process have been investigated earlier. Hendricks & Singhal (1997) and Eriksson & Hansson (2003) compare recipients of quality awards with different control companies. The main conclusion from both studies is that companies that have received a quality award outperform the control companies concerning a number of financial measures. Wrolstad & Kreuger (2001) showed also that companies that had received a quality award presented better results than a control group concerning measures of the operating profit margin, return on sales and return on equity, while the difference was not so large between the two groups concerning the operating margin, but still in favour of the quality award recipients. Quality award recipients like Texas Instruments Defence Group also claim that quality work can yield tremendous rewards, see Junkins (1994) .
Many studies published so far which recognise the organisational value of participating in a quality award process have investigated quality award recipients. However, most of the organisations that apply for a quality award never receive any award. An interesting issue for quality award applicants is whether they also, like quality award recipients, benefit from the award process. One of the incentives of applying for a quality award is that improvement areas are identified, which can support actual improvements. The executed improvements can result in, for example, a greater customer orientation, more effective and efficient processes, better employee relations, and an increased profitability of the award applicants. The quality award applicants can therefore benefit in the long run from their application for the quality award as a result of the performed improvements. However, it is not clear how quality award applicants utilize the participation in the quality award process, and how they actually benefit from the performed improvement work. Moreover, it has not been completely investigated what the organisational values are for the quality award applicants that execute improvements successfully, and how much the organisations gain or profit from the improvement work. Hence, the purpose of this study is to explore the organisational value, including both the advantages and the disadvantages, of participating in a quality award process.
Theory Total Quality Management
Total Quality Management (TQM) has become a recognised and frequently discussed term in management literature. Hellsten & Klefsjö (2000) define TQM, in agreement with the author of this paper, as a management system in continuous change, which consists of values, methodologies and tools, and the aim of which is to increase external and internal customer satisfaction with a reduced amount of resources, see Figure 1 . Participating in a quality award process is for many organisations a way to support the management system of TQM. The criteria of quality awards conform with the major constituents of TQM, see Hendricks & Singhal (1996) . Receiving a quality award is also a common proxy for a successful implementation of TQM, see Hendricks & Singhal (1997) , Ghobadian & Gallear (2001) and Eriksson & Hansson (2003) .
The type of organisations using TQM varies from private to public, large to small and manufacturing to service organisations. However, there is a discussion going on as to whether the general concept of TQM and it values, methodologies and tools should be the same for different types of organisations, for example large and small organisations, see Ehresman (1995) . Ghobadian & Gallear (1997) argue, however, that small organisations can adopt the principles of TQM, but that an implementation of TQM requires specific requirements. Huq & Stolen (1996) analyse the difference between service and manufacturing organisations, and conclude that the underlying concept of TQM applies equally to both types of organisations, but with the difference that service organisations have been slow to adopt TQM. Similarly, public organisations have been slow to adopt TQM in comparison with private organisations,
Figure 1
Total Hellsten & Klefsjö (2000) .
Self-assessment
Self-assessment, which can be regarded as a methodology, see Hellsten & Klefsjö (2000) , has many similarities to the phases that an organisation goes through when participating in a quality award process. The main difference between a quality award process and selfassessment is that the latter does not necessarily involve external examiners. According to EFQM (1996) , self-assessment is "a comprehensive, systematic and regular review of an organisation's activities and results referenced against a model of business excellence". Svensson & Klefsjö (2000) have suggested different phases of self-assessment, which are used in this paper as a description of the quality award process. They argue that the selfassessment procedure has four phases, similar to the four phases of the improvement cycle. The first phase, "plan", includes asking questions like: "Why should we perform a selfassessment?" "When should the work be carried out?" "Who should be involved?" "Which excellence model should be used as a basis for the description?" This phase is developed further by Conti (2002) , who claims that the organisation has to ask three questions ("Why?", "How?" and "What?") before initiating self-assessment. The second phase, "do", consists of obtaining a description of the organisation's way of working today. The third phase, "study", consists of the analysis of the description, often resulting in some form of feedback report based on the description. The fourth phase, "act", consists of planning for improvements. The planned improvements are in turn the input to a number of improvement projects that should follow the improvement cycle, see Svensson (2002) and Figure 2 . 
Figure 2
Self-assessment and the following improvement work seen as two independent and consecutive processes, each consisting of four phases similar to those in the improvement cycle. Source: Svensson (2002) .
The value of self-assessment has been illuminated in earlier research. However, these studies have not necessarily focused on organisations that have participated in a quality award process. For instance, van der performed a survey of 117 organisations that had used self-assessment. A number of steps in the self-assessment process were identified to be important as key influences on the success of self-assessment. These were as follows:  The business unit management develops an improvement plan.  The outcomes of the self-assessment process are linked to the business planning process.  Senior management monitors the target for the improvement plan which has been developed.  The management team of a business unit has to present the improvement plan to the senior management team.
Additionally, van der Wiele et al. (1996) argue that the main learning points of the selfassessment are the following:
 Senior management must be seen to be committed to self-assessment and get involved in the process.  Senior management has to review the improvement plan which has been set and its implementation.  The people who will undertake the self-assessment have to be trained.
Furthermore, Finn & Porter (1994) state, after analysing 29 organisations, that the major benefits from self-assessment are the increase in the focus on improvements and the ability to measure the organisations' progress. Sixteen of these organisations also agreed on the fact that the benefits from self-assessment outweighed the costs associated with the process. The benefits of self-assessment recognised by the study performed by Gadd (1995) were within four categories: business results, culture, process management and benchmarking. Ghobadian & Woo (1994) argue also that self-assessment and taking part in an award process are beneficial. In contrast, Ghobadian & Woo (1994) also state that the amount of effort required to prepare an application and the large amount of time and high level of financial investment involved are among the major disadvantages of the awards. Samuelsson & Nilsson (2002) state, in alignment with Conti (2002) , after studying nine large organisations, that there is no universal methodology for self-assessment. On the contrary, their findings indicate that several approaches to self-assessment may be successful, as long as they fit the organisation, are used continuously, and foster participation. Samuelsson & Nilsson (2002) claim further that self-assessment must be considered from a holistic perspective in order to realise its full potential. Moreover, Conti (1997) argues that selfassessment and the subsequent improvement planning should be integrated into the corporate strategic planning cycle as a first fundamental step in the process of integration of quality concepts into business practice. Van der Wiele et al. (1997) state in their summary that their research indicates that using the EFQM Model to measure progress is not helpful if an organisation is not experienced in TQM. For example, organisations could be discouraged by the very low scores that may be achieved when using the model.
The Swedish Quality Award
The Swedish Quality Award is organised by the Swedish Institute for Quality (SIQ). SIQ has developed a model, called the SIQ Model for Performance Excellence, which is based on thirteen core values and seven criteria, which are divided into 27 sub-criteria. The SIQ Model for Performance Excellence is presented in Figure 3 . Figure 3 The SIQ Model for Performance Excellence. Source: SIQ (2002) .
Organisation
The core values of the SIQ Model for Performance Excellence, see SIQ (2002) The Swedish Quality Award, which was inspired by the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award, see NIST (2003), has also many similarities to the latter. For example, the criteria of both quality awards emphasize the results achieved by the organisations, see Chuan & Soon (2000) . However, one main difference between the Swedish Quality Award and other major quality awards is that the former is mainly based on the SIQ Model for Performance Excellence. Nevertheless, since 2000 it has also been possible to use, in addition to the SIQ Model, the EFQM Model or the MBNQA Model in one's application for the Swedish Quality Award. This is a way to indicate that the methodology is the most important, not the choice of tool. There are also other differences between the Swedish Quality Award and other quality awards. For example, the Swedish Quality Award places greater emphasis on evaluation and improvement with regard to all the criteria addressed and on the practice of TQM principles in all organisational activities. There is also relatively more emphasis on the organisation's impact on society, and on the organisation's commitment to the customers compared with most other national quality awards studied, see Chuan & Soon (2000) . For a thorough discussion concerning the difference between the criteria of the Swedish Quality Award, the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award and the European Quality Award, see Puay et al. (1998) .
Methodology Selection of a Quality Award Process and Time Period
The purpose of this study was to explore the organisational value of participating in a quality award process. Hence, the first methodology issue to be solved concerned which one of the many quality award processes should be studied. Since the Swedish Quality Award, which is the national quality award and the most frequently applied quality award in Sweden, had not aroused great interest before among researchers, its process was chosen as a relevant quality award process to study. It was originally the author's intention to study all the organisations that had participated in the Swedish Quality Award process. However, it has been possible for organisations to apply for the Swedish Quality Award since 1992. Due to the fact that a long time had passed since the first organisations had applied for the award, the employees within these organisations had difficulties in remembering facts and details about the work involved with the quality award. Furthermore, many of the employees within the organisations that had applied during the first years of the quality award had changed jobs and were no longer at the organisations. Hence, the study was limited to organisations that had applied between 1998 and 2002. This limit was set to include as many of the organisations as possible, and yet not decrease the reliability of the study due to the arguments above.
Selection of a Data Collection Method and Organisations
A total of 46 organisations applied for the Swedish Quality Award between 1998 and 2002.
The organisations are located all over Sweden, which would have made face-to-face interviews very resource-consuming. A mail survey was also rejected due to the fact that the non-response rate probably would have been too high. Therefore, phone interviews were chosen as the most appropriate method of data collection.
Not all of the 46 identified organisations were included in the study for different reasons. Three of the organisations that had applied were not allowed to participate in the quality award process, because these organisations did not fulfil the general requirements of SIQ, which administrates the award. An additional nine organisations were excluded from the study because they did not currently exist in the form that they had done when they applied. They had performed a major re-organisation or had been purchased by or merged with another organisation. Hence, it was considered too difficult for these respondents to estimate the organisational value of the quality award process. Furthermore, two organisations did not want to participate in the study, due to a lack of time. In another two organisations, key persons for the study no longer worked at the organisations. It would have been possible to locate these persons, but it would have been very difficult for them to estimate the effects on the organisations of participating in the quality award, since they were no longer at the organisations in question. Finally, one organisation was excluded because it did not fulfil the quality award process and therefore did not receive a feedback report. Hence, the total number of organisations studied, including also some quality award recipients, was 29. Table I presents how many times the organisations that were included in the study had applied for the Swedish Quality Award. Table I also states whether the organisation was privately or publicly owned, large or small (a large organisation is considered to have more than 200 employees by SIQ) and the type of business (i.e. whether it is a manufacturing or a service organisation). As shown in Table I , 19 of the organisations had applied once, while eight had applied twice. Only two organisations had applied on three different occasions between 1998 and 2002. If the organisation had applied more than once, the overall experience from participating in the award process was requested during the interviews. Two of these 29 organisations that had applied once had used the EFQM Model in their application. The results concerning the core values and the criteria for these two organisations are therefore not presented in this study, as the criteria and the core values differ slightly between the models.
Selection of Respondents
The intention of the study was to obtain an overarching view of the organisational value of participating in the quality award process. Hence, the person with overall responsibility for each organisation's application for the Swedish Quality Award was chosen as the most appropriate person to interview. Such a person would be able to present an overview of the work and estimate the overall perceived organisational values of participating in the quality award process. In many cases, the person responsible for the work involved with the quality award was also the CEO of the organisation. One may argue that such a person is biased and unable to present a complete picture of the benefit for the organisation, and that this could influence the results of the study. On the other hand, no other person within the organisation would have been able to present such a complete picture. One way to overcome this problem would have been to interview a number of persons within each organisation. However, this would have been very resource-demanding.
Selection of Inquiries
The questions used in the phone interviews were developed from questions previously used in studies of internal quality awards, see and Eriksson (2003) . One of the findings from shows that the main effects of participating in a quality award are connected to the different core values of the model used. For example, the organisations studied in believed that one effect of internal quality awards was that customer satisfaction was improved. This effect could be linked to the core value of "customer orientation" of the SIQ Model for Performance Excellence. The core values were also illuminated in Eriksson (2003) , and were perceived by the author as a good instrument to discover the organisational value of participating in a quality award process. Core values have also been used to illuminate TQM implementation aspects, see Hansson (2003) . Hence, the organisational value of participating in a quality award process was measured in the present study through asking about the effects on the core values of the SIQ Model for Performance Excellence. And, in particular, the study illuminated which core values were affected and which were not due to the organisations' participation in the quality award process. In this paper, it is important to distinguish the organisational value, which includes both advantages and disadvantages, from core values, which are the basis of the model used in the quality award process.
In addition, some general opinions on participating in a quality award process were requested from the respondents. Furthermore, the organisations' way of working with the quality award process was investigated using the self-assessment procedure presented in Svensson & Klefsjö (2000) . The major outcome of the award process, the work on improvements that should follow an application, was investigated using the improvement cycle. Questions were asked about each phase of the improvement cycle, see also Figure 2 , in order to measure how the organisations had worked with the improvements.
The interviews were focused, see Yin (1994) , and followed a certain set of questions and procedure. The actual phone interviews were performed during March 2003, and all the interviews were recorded. The questions and all the answers have been documented by Eriksson & Palmberg (2003) .
Results

Quality Award Process at the Organisations
The organisations' pre-understanding of quality award processes and the SIQ Model varied greatly before entering the quality award process. Some organisations claimed that they had not worked at all with issues that were illuminated in the quality award process, while others had worked with the model for a number of years and participated in other quality award processes; and some had also received a quality award: the Swedish Quality Award, an internal quality award, a regional quality award or a branch-specific quality award. In between these two extreme cases, some organisations had used the SIQ Model to improve the activities and results within the organisation without participating in a quality award process, while other organisations had educated employees within the organisation as examiners in the SIQ model.
Despite the difference in the pre-understanding of the SIQ Model and the experience of participating in a quality award process, the organisations' ways of working with the process of the Swedish Quality Award were similar. In most organisations, different criteria were assigned to different teams with the task of writing the respective criteria. The different criteria were afterwards linked and put together by one or two persons before submitting the application. Some organisations claimed that during the phase of description of activities, improvement potentials were identified and transformed into improvement projects. This work was performed without using the feedback report from the examiners, which is normally considered to be the major input to the improvement work.
The planning for improvement that followed, after the examiners had evaluated the application, was also performed similarly among the organisations. However, some organisations claimed that the description of activities demanded a great deal of resources, and the plan for improvements that was intended to follow did not receive such great attention due to all the resources previously used. When drawing up the plan for improvements, some organisations received help from SIQ and the head examiner to start planning for improvements. Often the improvement areas which had the greatest impact and where it was relatively easy to perform improvements were prioritised among the employees (often including the business management group) who participated during the planning for improvements. Different improvement groups, or quality circles, were often delegated the assignment of executing the improvement. At one quality award recipient, an analysis was performed using the feedback report to identify "Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats" (SWOT). At this organisation the improvements were divided into "quick fixes" and more comprehensive improvement projects.
In several cases the plan for improvements was integrated into the strategic business plan, while in other cases the plan for improvements was kept as a separate activity. The respondents that had integrated the plan for improvement as a part of the business plan believed that the integration was valuable. Some of the organisations that had not integrated the improvement projects into the business plan perceived it too hard to do so.
Even if many organisations in the study planned systematically for the improvements, not all the organisations actually performed the different prioritised improvement projects. Some organisations had recently applied for the quality award and therefore had not yet performed all the identified improvement projects. However, there was also a group of organisations that did not succeed with the improvement projects or at least had not yet performed them after a number of years. Restriction of resources was the main explanation for not performing the improvement work.
Furthermore, the organisations that actually performed improvements based on the plan for improvements were not always as systematic as they had been in the initial step when planning for the improvements. Especially during the follow-up phases, including studying the outcome of the improvement and acting on the basis of it, see Figure 2 , many organisations were not very systematic. Several organisations planned and executed the improvement, but failed to follow up the improvement in question. These organisations did not measure whether the improvements had the desired effect. This is especially true when it comes to translating the improvements into monetary value. No organisations claimed that they had measured how much they had earned in monetary units from the executed improvements. Many organisations claimed that it was too difficult, and some that it was even impossible, to estimate on the basis of the performed improvements how much they had earned in monetary units. In particular, the respondents found it hard to separate the activities related to the participation in a quality award process from other improvement activities performed within the organisation. However, a few organisations stated that they performed better than other organisations in the industry and other comparable organisations with regard to a number of indicators, including customers, employees and financial measures.
Organisational Advantages of the Quality Award Process
The overall attitude to the organisations' participation in the quality award process was positive. The organisation's attitude was measured using a five-grade scale: very negative, negative, neither negative nor positive, positive, and very positive. Twenty-six organisations were either positive or very positive to the organisations' participation in the quality award process, with a small favour for the positive alternative. A few organisations also claimed that they would participate in a quality award process in the future.
One major benefit of participating in a quality award process is, according to the respondents, that one obtains an external evaluation of the business, and a confirmation and assessment of the current position of the business in comparison with, for example, the organisation's goals, competitors and best-in-class organisations. Furthermore, the participation in the award process in itself resulted in a stronger participation by everyone and a common goal to work towards. Moreover, an increased focus on improvements was mentioned as a result of participating in the quality award process. The process was also an important learning experience for the employees who were involved in the quality award process.
Another advantage of participating in a quality award process, according to the respondents, was a better structure in the business' activities, which in return resulted in a more comprehensive and systematic approach. The SIQ Model was believed to be complete, to cover the whole business, and to ensure that no area or issue was neglected. Furthermore, many award applicants that were beginners, i.e. organisations that had no extensive previous knowledge about TQM, believed that the SIQ Model resulted in a new thinking in the organisations. This was due to the fact that the employees were trained in and were required to work with the SIQ Model. Furthermore, experience of the SIQ Model was considered to be an advantage when working with other standards, for example ISO 9000:2000 and Investor in People (IIP), as the threshold was not that high once one had worked with TQM. The new ISO standard, ISO 9000:2000, has a stronger focus on processes in comparison with the previous version. Through the work performed with the SIQ Model, which has a strong focus on processes, the transition to ISO 9000:2000 was easier according to one of the respondents.
Analysis of the Core Values
As mentioned above, the core values were illuminated as they were regarded as an important aspect when considering the benefits of participating in a quality award process. The issue that was illuminated was whether the respondents considered the 13 core values of the SIQ Model to be improved due to the participation in the quality award process.
Overall, most of the respondents believed that the greatest impact of participating in the quality award process was on the core value of "customer orientation". Secondly, "continuous improvement" and "process orientation" were considered to be the most improved core values. Some quality award applicants also believed that the core values of "participation by everyone" and "committed leadership" had improved most.
When asking and analysing whether the different core values had improved at all as a result of the participation in the award, some core values were considered to have been improved, while others were not. The results for all the core values included in the SIQ Model are presented in Figure 4 , 5 and 6. Two organisations were not included in this analysis due to the fact that they had used the EFQM Model in their application. In addition, one organisation was excluded from this analysis because the respondent was not able to estimate whether the core values were improved or not.
As shown in Figure 4 , 5 and 6, all the organisations in the analysis believed that the organisation's "process orientation" had improved due to the participation in the quality award process. Furthermore, "customer orientation" and "continuous improvement" were also considered to have been improved by most of the organisations. "Committed leadership", "participation by everyone" and "management by facts" were by a relatively high number of respondents also considered to have been improved. The core value "long-range perspective", on the other hand, was only considered to have been improved by a few organisations. "Public responsibility" and "faster response" were also only considered by a few organisations to have been improved as a result of the participation in the award process.
The impact of the criteria due to the participation in a quality award process was also illuminated. The criteria of "customer satisfaction", "process management" and "strategic planning" were the criteria considered to be most improved as a result of the participation in the quality award process. These results reinforce the picture that it is in the areas of processes and customers that the greatest impact is achieved when applying for a quality award. Surprisingly, "strategic planning" was also considered as a criterion that was affected to a large extent. This might have been due to the fact the respondents were in many cases the CEO. The CEO often works with strategic planning, and therefore may see the impact largely in this area. Strategic planning is also strongly related to systematic and structured work, which was considered as one of the main advantages of participating in a quality award process.
Figure 4, 5 and 6 also present which type of organisation had the greatest benefit from participating in a quality award process when considering the core values. In Figure 4 , public organisations are compared to private organisations. Public organisations believed to a larger extent that the core values had improved. This is especially true of the core values of "competence development" and "learning from others". All the public organisations also believed that the core value "participation by everyone" was affected by the quality award process. On the other hand, the public organisations did not believe to a large extent that "public responsibility" had improved, which should be one of their main objectives. 
Figure 4 The percentage of the 26 organisations, the private organisations and the public organisations perceiving the core values to have been improved as a result of participating in the quality award process.
When studying the impact of participating in the quality award process on the core values, it seems that the size of the organisation does not matter, see Figure 5 . Large organisations and small organisations believed, to a relatively large extent, that the same core values were improved as a result of the quality award process. As reflected in Figure 4 , 5 and 6, different core values are impacted differently by the award process. Some core values are considered to have been improved by almost all the organisations, while only some organisations consider other core values to have been improved. These differences can depend on either the model or the organisations adopting the model. The SIQ Model may emphasise some core values more than others, even if no core value is expressed to be more important explicitly in the model. Similarly, the organisation can neglect some core values and favour others during the quality award process. The organisation's pre-understanding of TQM and the core values may also influence which of the core values the organisation believes were improved as a result of the quality award process.
Percentage of the organisations perceiving an improvement of core values
Organisational Disadvantages of the Quality Award Process
The main disadvantage of participating in the Swedish Quality Award was the resourcedemanding and time-consuming work that organisations were required to perform when participating in the quality award process. In particular, the time-consuming phase of description of activities took the focus away from the operative activities. As a result of this time-consuming phase, the improvement work that should follow was also neglected, according to a few respondents.
The SIQ Model also received criticism for being too abstract and circumstantial, and difficult to use for beginners. Furthermore, the language and the definitions were hard to understand, according to the respondents. As a result, the work performed with the SIQ Model was difficult to communicate to the employees who were not involved with the work. Consequently, some employees within the organisations had difficulties in following the process, and instead chose to be very critical. Two organisations claimed further that the SIQ Model did not fit all organisations. For example, one public organisation stated that the SIQ Model did not fit the public sector. Instead that organisation preferred the EFQM Model, as a better tool for public organisations. Another organisation claimed that the SIQ Model did not fit non-profit-driven organisations within the service sector. Two organisations also believed that the SIQ Model only fitted manufacturing organisations.
Two organisations that had applied with the one incentive of receiving an award also felt that they had been misunderstood by the examiners, as they did not receive the award. The disappointment among the employees spread, which led to quality issues not being prioritised any longer. The quality assurance of the examiners evaluating the organisations was another area that received criticism from the participating organisations. Two organisations that had applied more than once for the quality award perceived that the feedback report differed too much, and that the grading system was not reliable. They claimed further that it was hard to find improvement areas based on the feedback report from one group of examiners. Furthermore, they believed that the level of knowledge of the examiners had to be increased. Another quality award applicant made a comparison with the European Quality Award, and stated that the feedback report from the examiners for this award was a more powerful tool to use in order to improve one's business.
The quality award recipients did not always consider the quality award announcement beneficial to the organisation. If an organisation receives the award, the organisation is obligated to perform certain activities, such as having an open house and holding seminars. Furthermore, many other organisations want to benchmark the organisation. Two small organisations that had received the quality award expressed that the work that followed the quality award announcement was too much for small organisations, as they did not have enough resources to handle this extra work. Everyday activities were therefore to some extent neglected within these organisations, and it was impossible to find time for improvement work. One quality award applicant claimed that the whole idea about learning from others was neglected, as one could not benchmark other organisations that had participated in the quality award process, except for the quality award recipients, because the organisations applying for the award were anonymous.
Discussions
Previous studies have shown that there is a positive relationship between TQM and performance, see Hendricks & Singhal (1997) and Eriksson & Hansson (2003) . However, no organisations claimed that they had estimated how much they had earned in monetary units from the executed improvements, which is a common approach among other improvement programmes, for example, the Six Sigma, see Magnusson et al. (2003) . Still, the value of TQM, through participating in a quality award process and performing self-assessment, seems to be beneficial according to the respondents of this study and in alignment with, for example, Finn & Porter (1994) and . In agreement with earlier studies of selfassessment, the major benefits of participating in a quality award process are a greater focus on improvement work, see Finn & Porter (1994) and van der Wiele et al. (1996) , processes, see Gadd (1995) , and customers, see Brown & van der Wiele (1996) and Eriksson (2003) . In addition, participation in a quality award process is also perceived to have an impact on "committed leadership", "participation by everyone" and "management by facts". These six areas or core values are also considered to be the essence of TQM today, see Bergman & Klefsjö (2003) . Furthermore, this study, Ghobadian & Woo's (1994) study of self-assessment and Eriksson (2003) show that the major disadvantage of participation in quality awards is the resource-demanding and time-consuming work required.
Overall, it seems that the type of organisation does not influence the outcome of the quality award process to a large extent, even if some organisations claimed that the SIQ Model only fitted certain types of organisations. Public organisations believed, however, to a larger extent than private organisations that the core values were improved. This could be due to the fact that public organisations have been slow to adopt TQM, see Dean & Helm (1996) , and have therefore more to gain initially from the quality award process. Private organisations may have been working with TQM for a longer time and may therefore not benefit from the quality award process to the same extent as public organisations. However, van der Wiele et al. (1997) claim that beginners do not benefit from the use of the EFQM Model. In contrast, it seems that beginners in TQM experience the organisational value of the quality award process differently compared to more experienced users of TQM. Beginners benefit largely from the introduction of TQM because it results in a new way of thinking and a valuable experience for the involved employees, which are of great use in a longer perspective. On the other hand, it seems that organisations that already have great experience of TQM benefit to a larger extent from the actual outcome of the quality award process, the improvement work.
Even though some award applicants claimed that they would not participate in the quality award process in the future, they found the experience valuable. Some award applicants also believed that the quality issues that were raised when participating in the quality award process were important. These issues would not be neglected, even if the organisations did not intend to participate in a quality award process in the future, according to some respondents. In particular, these organisations claimed that there was a difference between the tool of the SIQ Model, whose value could be discussed, and the management system of TQM, which could never be neglected within organisations. Furthermore, some of the respondents claimed that applying for a quality award took the focus away from improvement, which should be the major outcome of an award, and that the focus was instead on the competition. This problem is also discussed in Conti (2002) , who claims that if one's aim is to improve, the best choice is not to apply for a quality award.
Some quality award applicants found it hard to make a breakthrough in their quality revolution and therefore did not yet see fully the value of working with TQM, while other organisations had already surmounted the obstacles and benefited greatly from the concept. Even if these organisations had overcome the major barrier of implementing TQM, it was difficult for them to maintain their new position. This was especially true within organisations which had lost some of the employees most dedicated to TQM. To eliminate the possibility of losing ground, one quality award recipient claimed that the quality award process was used annually, internally or through participation in the Swedish Quality Award process, to assure that the organisation maintained what it had accomplished earlier.
All the answers from the respondents are presented in Eriksson & Palmberg (2003) in order to make repeatability possible. To increase the validity of the present study, the quality award process was explained to the respondents in order to decrease possible misinterpretations. An internal validation was executed as well, in which colleagues of the author and a project group commented on the structure and the questions that were going to be asked during the phone interviews.
In future research, a more in-depth study will need to be performed in order to realise fully the value of participating in a quality award process. Furthermore, such in-depth studies will need to study how the improvement work should be performed. This could be accomplished by studying successful organisations, regarding the improvement work, in order to understand fully the possible benefits of participating in a quality award process. Furthermore, these studies will need to illuminate why some core values are perceived to be improved while others are not.
Conclusions
The quality award applicants experienced a great benefit from participating in the award process. The main conclusion from this study is that most of the organisations considered the process orientation, customer orientation and improvement work to have been improved as a result of the participation in the quality award process. However, there are also obstacles to surmount in order to benefit fully from the process. Two main obstacles are difficulties in finding resources within the organisation to perform mandatory work and implement identified improvements, and difficulties in applying the circumstantial model used in the quality award process.
